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toxic substance causes damage after repeated or long-duration exposure or
that becomes evident only after a long latency period. Hydrogen cyanide,
hydrogen sulfide, and nitrogen dioxide are examples of acute poisons.
Chronic poisons include all carcinogens and many metals and their
compounds (such as mercury and lead and their derivatives). Chronic
toxins are particularly insidious because of their long latency periods. The
cumulative effects of low exposures may not be apparent for many years.
Some chemicals, e.g., vinyl chloride, can be either acutely or chronically
toxic, depending on the degree of exposure. All new and untested
chemicals should be regarded as toxic until proven otherwise.

I.B.3    EMBRYOTOXINS

Embryotoxins are substances that act during pregnancy to cause adverse
effects on the fetus. These effects include embryolethality (death of the
fertilized egg, the embryo, or the fetus), malformations (teratologic
effects), retarded growth, and postnatal functional deficits.

A few substances have been demonstrated to be embryotoxic in humans.
These include organomercurials, lead compounds, and the formerly used
sedative, thalidomide. Maternal alcoholism is probably the leading known
cause of embryotoxic effects in humans, but the exposure to ethanol
encountered in laboratories is unlikely to be embryotoxic. Many sub-
stances, some common (e.g., sodium chloride), have been shown to be
embryotoxic to animals at some exposure level, but usually this is at a
considerably higher level than is met in the course of normal laboratory
work. However, some substances do require special controls because of
embryotoxic properties. One example is formamide; women of child-
bearing potential should handle this substance only in a hood and should
take precautions to avoid skin contact with the liquid because of the ease
with which it passes through the skin.

Because the period of greatest susceptibility to embryotoxins is the first
8-12 weeks of pregnancy, which includes a period when a woman may not
know she is pregnant, women of child-bearing potential should take care
to avoid skin contact with all chemicals. The following procedures are
recommended to be followed routinely by women of child-bearing
potential in working with chemicals requiring special control because of
embryotoxic properties:

1. Each use should be reviewed for particular hazards by the research
supervisor, who will decide whether special procedures are warranted or
whether warning signs should be posted. Consultation with appropriate